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Introduction 

 In The Resurrection of the Son of God, N. T. Wright researches to painstaking depths the 

biblical and historical understanding of resurrection with a goal of defending Jesus’s own.  In 

one place, he concludes: “‘Resurrection’ denoted a new embodied life which would follow 

whatever ‘life after death’ there might be... It was not a redescription or redefinition of death.  It 

was death’s reversal.”
1
  And elsewhere: “Resurrection, we must again insist, meant life after ‘life 

after death’: a two-stage future hope, as opposed to the single-stage expectation of those who 

believed in a non-bodily future life.”
2
  In other words, Wright found that resurrection always – 

inside the bounds of the Judeo-Christian realm, as well as outside – meant a physical coming-

back-to-life after once being physically dead. 

 This thesis was traced through the writings of Paul, where he writes: “There should be no 

doubt that Paul is arguing for a bodily resurrection.”
3
  During the discussion of 1 Cor 15:35-41, 

he notes: “[Paul] would scarcely have needed to go to all this trouble if what he meant was that 

the resurrection ‘body’ was not in some sense ‘physical,’ if after all he had been talking about a 

non-embodied soul or spirit.”
4
 

 This stands in stark contrast to mainstream amillennial thought.  Setting Wright aside for 

the moment, Kim Riddlebarger aptly serves as a representative of amillennialism: “Because it is 

clear that the reign of the saints is in heaven during the present age, the ‘first resurrection’ 

mentioned by John must be an event occurring prior to the return of Christ when the bodily 

resurrection takes place at the end of the age.”
5
  He concludes: “The first resurrection is spiritual 

and not bodily and occurs before, not after the second advent.”
6
 

 Meanwhile, Wright cites Rom 5-8 as an example of what could be called an “already/not 

yet” system.  Wright argues that while the resurrection and life talked about in this Romans 

passage is certainly a physical resurrection to be looked forward to, believers “already stand on 
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resurrection ground” in a spiritual sense.
7
  Even with this spiritual extension, if one wishes to so 

label it that, Wright is firm in his belief that resurrection is a purely physical phenomenon. 

 That is the case until he reaches Rev 20, where the reader is “faced with a radical 

innovation: a use of the word ‘resurrection’ to mean a coming-to-life in a sense other than, and 

prior to, that of the final bodily raising.”
8
  Wright continues in a manner not yet seen up to this 

point in the book: “Since this corresponds to nothing else in either Jewish or early Christian 

literature, except for writings dependent on the present passage, it is difficult to get any clearer 

about what is in mind.”
9
  Perhaps what is at issue is not the perspicuity of the text, but the 

discord between the biblical principle/revelation of the resurrection and the theological overlay 

set in place by Wright himself.  The goal of this paper is to show that John is not setting forth a 

new concept of resurrection, but that he is in agreement with the whole of biblical evidence 

already in existence.  This is the view of premillennialism. 

 Premillennialists view the two resurrections in Rev 20 as two classes of resurrection, as 

opposed to two distinct resurrections of believers (e.g., Wright) or a spiritual resurrection 

followed by a physical resurrection (e.g., Riddlebarger).  In other words, the first resurrection is 

one where righteous people receive their immortal physical bodies for, as Wright would say, 

“life after life after death.”  The second resurrection would then be the one where unrighteous 

people receive their immortal physical bodies.  It is hermeneutically questionable to divorce the 

entire biblical record on the resurrection, which Wright has given amply, from the resurrections 

found in Rev 20.  More so, it can be shown that these two classes of resurrection are not merely 

the premillennialist’s construct of Rev 20, but that the doctrine is tenable from other passages of 

Scripture.  This not only fits with Wright’s accurate conclusions concerning the total physical 

nature of the resurrection, but it would deny an anomalous “radical innovation” on the part of 

John. 

Two Classes of Resurrection in the Old Testament 

 In this first section, a resurrection passage with which Wright dealt will be examined to 

see if a “two-class” view of resurrection is viable. 

 

Daniel 12:2-3
10
 

 It is interesting to note the chronology of the context of this passage.  In chap. 11, Daniel 

prophesies concerning future political changes.  While vv. 3-35 refer to the nation of Greece 

from the dividing of the land after Alexander’s death to the rule of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the 

events of v. 36ff have yet to take place.  If one holds this to be the case, by the time they get to 

12:1, they are met with a temporal marker (t[eb'W) that indicates that the following events take 
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place concurrent with the events of 11:36-45, which dispensationalists would refer to as Daniel’s 

Seventieth Week.
11
 

 In 12:1, Daniel writes that Michael will come to the aid of “[his] people” during this time 

of distress.
12
  After Michael safely sees Daniel’s people through the distress, those sleeping in 

the dust of the earth will awake (Dan 12:2).  Here the distinction is made between those 

awakening to eternal life and those to eternal abhorrence.  While this does not necessitate two 

classes of resurrection, it adds two things to consideration. 

 First, the timing of these resurrections is after Daniel’s Seventieth Week.  Second, there 

is resurrection unto eternal blessing and resurrection unto eternal punishment.  Considering that 

only “many of those who sleep” will awaken at this time, and knowing that resurrection is a 

universal experience, this means that there will be numerous moments where a resurrection will 

take place.  This one happens to involve those that are coming out of Daniel’s Seventieth Week.  

While there is nothing here that would indicate two classes of resurrection, especially separated 

by one thousand years, there is nothing to preclude that conclusion, either.  Indeed, it would 

seem to indicate that there are multiple instances in the future where there will be a resurrection.  

This stands in contrast to an amillennial view which lumps all physical resurrection into one 

general event at the end of the age.
13
  

 

Two Classes of Resurrection in the New Testament 

 Just as two classes of resurrection are allowed for by the OT, the NT makes these 

assertions more explicit. 

 

Matthew 25:32-46
14
 

 The last section in the Olivet Discourse is a foretelling of the day when the righteous and 

unrighteous will be separated on the day of judgment.  On this day, the righteous sheep will be 

placed on the Son of Man’s right side, and the unrighteous goats on His left side.  These two 

groups have their own eternal dwelling places, just as it was seen in Dan 12.  The unrighteous 

will go into eternal punishment, while the righteous enter into eternal life.  Again, as with Daniel, 
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this does not necessitate two distinct resurrections, although it does necessitate two distinct 

results to the resurrection event.  

 

Luke 14:7-14
15
 

 In this passage, Jesus is teaching concerning humility in the context of where one sits at 

the table during mealtime.  He adds that when someone wishes to host a meal, they should invite 

those who are unable to return the courtesy; namely, the poor and the needy.  While they will 

never be able to host a meal themselves in kind, the host will be blessed because he is doing 

something knowing he will not be repaid.  Jesus said that it was more important that they receive 

their remuneration at the “resurrection of the righteous.”  This would seem to indicate that the 

resurrection of the righteous will be a separate event from a resurrection of the unrighteous. 

 

John 5:24-30
16
 

 Whenever two post-resurrection destinations were mentioned in Scripture up to this point 

in the canon, it was always under the assumption of one general resurrection at the end of the 

age.  John writes in this passage, however, that there are two resurrections: “those who did good 

things unto the resurrection of life, but those who practiced bad things unto the resurrection of 

judgment.”
17
  It is striking that John does not refer to one resurrection, a resurrection that leads 

unto life or death.
18
  Instead, he uses the genitive to denote that there is a resurrection of life 

(zwh/j) and a resurrection of judgment (kri,sewj). Wallace suggests that these are genitives of 

destination or purpose, which would read “the resurrection destined for life... the resurrection 

destined for judgment.”
19
 

 Again, to be sure and to be fair, this does not necessitate that there is a time gap between 

these two resurrections.  Nevertheless, it now seems that there are two resurrections mentioned: 

one of life and one of judgment.  This may very well be an evidence of progressive revelation.  

That which was murkier in the OT is now being clarified in the NT.  The OT merely demanded 

that there were two destinations at the resurrection.
20
  Now, in the NT, there is explicit discussion 
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as to what happens to the righteous at the resurrection.  Even more striking is that it is in John’s 

Gospel that this concept of two resurrections is first fleshed out.  Perhaps then it is no 

coincidence that he is the NT author who then indicates later on in his life that not only are there 

two classes of resurrection, but that there are time gaps between them (Rev 20:4-6).  

 

John 6:35-58
21
 

 John discusses the raising of the righteous in the next chapter, much like the reader sees 

in Luke 14.  Although there is no discussion here in this passage on the resurrection of the 

unrighteous, such an emphasis is placed here on the righteous being raised in the future that it is 

worth pointing out.  In this teaching, Jesus uses the phrase “raise him up on the last day” no less 

than four times, all in reference to a believer (vv. 39, 40, 44, 54). 

 

Acts 24:15
22
 

 Here Luke is recording Paul’s defense before Felix.  Paul, in explaining to Felix the 

circumstances, recounts that there was no disturbance, and that nothing he had done was worthy 

of punishment.  Indeed, the religion that he was practicing was recognized as a sect of the 

religion of his fathers.  In his statement, he has unknowingly added to the current discussion 

when he said that he, like his fathers, knows that there will be a resurrection of both the righteous 

and the unrighteous.  While there is nothing new added here, even in comparison to the Dan 12 

passage, it serves as a reminder that there is a distinction at the resurrection not only in 

destination, but in class, as seen in John 5. 

 

Revelation 20 

 That leads to the passage which Wright calls “innovative” with its use of resurrection 

terminology.
23
  It may be helpful to summarize Wright’s arguments before continuing on. 

 

Wright’s explanation of Revelation 

 He begins his discussion by considering the end goal of all history: “the heavenly city 

[that] comes down from heaven to earth.”
24
  In other words, the entirety of creation is lurching 

forward to the day when the spiritual perfection found only in heaven descends to the physical 

earth for all eternity.  Rev 21, to Wright, is a support for the physicality of resurrection.  But how 

does humanity reach that point? 

 Wright then traces the themes of the conquest over evil and suffering through the book.  

In chap. 1, Jesus is seen as having the “proprietary rights” over death because of His 

resurrection.
25
  This is the basis for the victory, and Wright posits that this is the basis for all the 

letters to the churches, most notably the one to Smyrna.  The overcomer at the church of Smyrna 
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is promised that he “will by no means be hurt by the second death” (2:11).  Wright points out 

that this reference to the second death is the first such mention of an idea that will be critical to 

the book’s climax in chaps. 20-21. 

 Next, Wright looks at two examples of physical resurrection in Revelation.  First, in Rev 

6:9-11, John records the events of the breaking of the fifth seal, and the subsequent action of the 

martyrs crying out for vengeance.  In response, they were told to rest, waiting for their number to 

be complete.  Wright points out that this only makes sense in “the Jewish, more specifically the 

Pharisaic, viewpoint that those who have died in the righteous cause will be raised in the future... 

but that they have not been raised just yet.”
26
  He goes on to say that this view fits with 7:14-17 

and 14:13, as well. 

 The second example of physical resurrection in Revelation is found in the two witnesses 

of 11:1-13.  In this passage, two messengers from God are sent to prophesy against the 

inhabitants of the earth.  At the end of their 1,260 day ministry, the beast from the abyss will 

murder them, and they will lay dead in the public square for three and a half days.  At that time, 

they will be physically raised from the dead at the astonishment of the world. 

 Wright looks forward to the discussion in Rev 20 when he summarizes the entire book by 

saying: 

 [The flow of thought then] leads to a differentiated resurrection, the most complex 

 development of resurrection belief in any Jewish or Christian document of the whole 

 period... [We] seem to have here a fresh and unique mutation of resurrection language 

 and belief, not this time from within Judaism, but from within Christianity itself.  The 

 mutation is not, however, random.
27
 

He goes on to cite that in 1 Cor 15:23, the resurrection was divided between Jesus and His 

followers.  Now, John is further dividing the resurrection between the followers who were 

martyred and everyone else. 

 The main question, what is the first resurrection, remains.  Wright concedes that it is 

“conceivable” that John thought of the first resurrection as physical.
28
  He cites premillennialism 

as the major proponent of this view, but immediately goes on to state some refutations of it.  

While he believes that the particular refutations he mentioned do not stand, Wright is quick to 

point out that “this does not mean... that we are thereby projected into a premillennial 

literalism.”
29
  He suggests a third alternative, that the first resurrection is actually one step in a 

process to receiving full-fledged resurrection life: 

 The journey to the ultimate destination is a three-step progression after death: first, a state 

 of being ‘dead souls;’ second, whatever is meant by the ‘first resurrection;’ third, the 

 implied ‘second’ or ‘final’ resurrection described (though not with that phrase) in 

 chapters 21 and 22.
30
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In other words, those that are martyred have died, their souls are dead.  The next step in the 

progression is the first resurrection, which is a nebulous term for whatever happens at that time.  

The final step is the physical resurrection that one would expect given the rest of the biblical 

witness.  What is involved in the first resurrection is impossible to know. 

 Therefore, Wright presents four different options for the handling of the first resurrection.  

The first is that of premillennialism.  This view, whose take on Rev 20 will be examined next, 

holds that the ordinal numbers referring to resurrection denote a class of resurrection, not an 

order.  In other words, any resurrection unto eternal life is part of the first resurrection, and any 

resurrection unto eternal death is part of the second resurrection. 

 The second option is that of classical amillennialism.  Kistemaker aptly summarizes the 

view:  “The first resurrection, then, is a spiritual resurrection much the same as the second death 

is a spiritual death.”
31
  In other words, the first resurrection is the spiritual coming to life that 

someone has when they believe in the Messiah.  As the church age is the millennium, so also 

saints spiritually reign over the earth at this time. 

 The third option is one Wright ascribes to Gregory Beale in his commentary on 

Revelation.  Here, Beale argues that the first resurrection is at the death of the believer.  John 

specifically has in mind the resurrection of their soul to the intermediate state.
32
  It is as Lenski 

states: “When the souls of martyrs and of saints pass to the thrones in heaven to live there in 

glory, ‘this is the first resurrection.’”
33
  They share with historic amillennialists the idea that the 

first resurrection is spiritual, not physical, but they rightly note that the context of Rev 20 

demands that these believers are ones who have died, not ones who have merely received faith in 

Jesus. 

 The fourth is Wright’s own aforementioned view about a multi-staged resurrection.  Only 

one of these, however, seems to fit the biblical evidence that Wright presents so 

comprehensively, and that is the premillennial view. 

 

The Premillennial Explanation 

of Revelation 20 

 Wright’s book does premillennialists a great service in that he shows the meaning of 

resurrection to be a completely physical phenomenon.  The burden of proof now lies with the 
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Christ, while the second means literal rising from the grave; then there is an end of all significance in language, and 

Scripture is wiped out as a definite testimony to anything.”  Henry Alford, “Apocalypse of John” (The Greek 

Testament; Chicago: Moody, 1958) 4.732 

 

 
32
G.K. Beale, The Book of Revelation (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999) 998. 

 

 
33
R.C.H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. John’s Revelation (Columbus: Wartburg, 1943) 586. 



8   

 

amillennialist who wishes to make the first resurrection spiritual, as opposed to physical.  

Wright’s proposition concerning Rev 20, however, is not without fault.  When seen in the light 

of the biblical record, let alone John’s contributions, there is little room for doubt that there are 

two resurrections, not in number, but in kind. 

 

 John and the Resurrections.  John appears to be the author who has the most to say on 

two distinct kinds of resurrections, as was seen in the discussion of progressive revelation in 

John 5:24-30.  Not only does he clearly state that there are two resurrections, one of life and one 

of judgment, but now he adds in Rev 20:4-6 that they are separated by one thousand years: 

 And I saw thrones, and they sat upon them, and judgment was given to them, and the 

 souls of those who have been beheaded on account of the testimony of Jesus, and on 

 account of the Word of God, and such ones did not worship the beast, nor his image, and 

 they did not receive the mark on their forehead, and on their arm.  And they came to life, 

 and they reigned with Christ a thousand years.  And the rest of the dead did not come to 

 life until a thousand years were completed.  This is the first resurrection.  Blessed and 

 holy is the one having a part in the first resurrection, the second death has no authority 

 over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ, and they will reign with Him a 

 thousand years. 

Whatever the thousand years are shall be discussed shortly.  For now, it is sufficient to note that 

the two resurrections that are mentioned in Rev 20 seem to be in accord with those in John 5, and 

that they are separated by one thousand years.  

 

 The Multiple Resurrections of Life.  The two instances of future resurrection in Rev 20 

are not the only times resurrection takes place.  Only taking into account what the NT adds to the 

discussion, there are multiple times where the authors talk about people experiencing the 

resurrection of life before the events in Rev 20.  Quite plainly, this would mean that the first 

resurrection in Rev 20 could not be the first resurrection in the ordinal sense.  The premillennial 

view of two kinds of resurrection fits the evidence. 

 As Wright himself pointed out, all believers will be physically resurrected unto eternal 

life.  In 1 Cor 15:23, Paul notes a distinction of time between two resurrections of life: one for 

Jesus and one for those believing in Him.  Wright goes on to say that Rev 20 gives another 

category: those beheaded during the Daniel’s Seventieth Week.  So as it stands, Wright holds 

that there are at least three instances where the Bible speaks of someone being resurrected unto 

eternal life. 

 The premillennialist sees even more, especially if that one is a pretribulationalist.  Within 

this view, there are four instances of the first resurrection.  The first is Jesus after His death on 

the cross (Matt 28:6; Mark 16:6; Luke 24:6; Acts 2:2, 32; 1 Cor 15:23).  The second is a 

resurrection of all believers since Jesus’s resurrection at the Rapture (1 Thess 4:13-5:11).  The 

third resurrection is of all believers from before Jesus’s resurrection, as well as all believers from 

Daniel’s Seventieth Week before the Messianic Kingdom (Dan 12:2; Rev 20:4-6).  The fourth is 

a resurrection of all the believers from the Messianic Kingdom at the end of time.  All of these 

are moments where there is a resurrection of life, and two of them happen before the first 

resurrection in Rev 20.  Even if someone considers Jesus’s resurrection to be the only valid 

resurrection before the end of time, they still must explain how Jesus’s resurrection would not be 

the first over all.  As it stands presented here, the first resurrection is any time a resurrection of 

life occurs. 
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 To be fair, there is not an explicit mention of believers from the Messianic Kingdom 

being resurrected, so this must be theologically deduced, while passages such as Dan 12:2 can 

even be cited as support of the resurrection of OT believers at the end of Daniel’s Seventieth 

Week.
34
  Nevertheless, Rev 20:5 and 12 mentions the resurrection of judgment for unbelievers at 

the end of the Messianic Kingdom, and since there will be believers who have not yet received 

their resurrection bodies, it seems acceptable that they would receive them at that time. 

 

 The Context of Resurrection in Rev 20:4-6.
 35
  It is important to note what these three 

verses have to say about the resurrection issue other than that it happens.  First, those involved 

with the resurrection were physically killed, specifically beheaded, because of their actions.  

Second, they came to life after they were dead, and this is what is called the first resurrection.  

Third, not everyone who was dead at that time came to life.  There were some who were 

physically dead, for whatever reason, and they remained that way despite some being 

resurrected. 

 This stands in vivid opposition to the amillennial view, as aforementioned.  They would 

say that the first resurrection is spiritual, not physical, and it happens the moment someone 

believes in Jesus.  However, it is the physically dead who have believed, not unbelievers, who 

receive this resurrection.  In addition, the typical amillennialist holds that there is a general 

resurrection at the end of time for all people.  Again, in contrast, this passage teaches that at the 

time of the coming to life of those who physically died, there are some who remain in their 

physically dead state.  If Wright’s extensive research into the physical nature of resurrection was 

not enough, the very context of this passage precludes it from discussing a spiritual resurrection 

by becoming a believer. 

 

 The Thousand Years.  One of the last remaining pieces of the puzzle is the matter of the 

thousand years.  Even Wright agrees with the amillennialist that the thousand year period here is 

not literal, but figurative of an indefinite amount of time from the death of Christ to the end of 

time.  It is here, the issue of a millennial, physical earthly kingdom of the Messiah, that many 

take issue with premillennialism. 

 Beale mentions five reasons why the thousand years are not a “literal chronological 

number:” 

 (1) the consistently figurative use of numbers elsewhere in the book, (2) the figurative 

 nature of much of the immediate context, (3) the predominantly figurative tone of the 

 entire book, (4) the figurative use of “1,000” in the OT, and (5) the use in Jewish and 

 

                                                 
 

 
34
Beasley-Murray points out as well that the “relationship between the saints of the old covenant and the 

messianic kingdom” is not stated.  G.R. Beasley-Murray, Revelation (NCBC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974) 295.  
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The Millennial Kingdom (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1959) 279-84. 
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Ladd, The Last Things (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978) 83-6. 
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 early Christian writings of “1,000” years as a figure for the central blessing of the 

 redeemed.
36
 

Beale’s insight is subjective, at best, as similar argumentation can be made for premillennialism.  

Walvoord notes that while John sees many things in the vision and must do his best to convey 

what he sees into words, there are times when he knows things because he is told.  For instance, 

he hears the number of the 144,000 in 7:4, as well as the number of the two hundred million in 

9:16.  It is not simply that he saw a lot of people and had to estimate a round number, he was 

explicitly told their number.  Although it is not stated as such in chap. 20, Walvoord suggests 

that John knows it is 1,000 years because he is told as such, and told six times, no less.
37
 

 Concerning the charge that premillennialists ignore the figurative use of numbers in 

Revelation, Thomas plainly states that “the fact is that no number in Revelation is verifiably a 

symbolic number.  On the other hand, nonsymbolic usage of numbers is the rule.”
38
  So as not to 

merely talk past amillennialism’s charge of the symbolic usage of numbers, he continues on to 

provide numerous examples of literal usage.
39
 

 The importance of recognizing a literal thousand year period here is threefold.  First, it 

accords with the normal usage of numbers not only in Revelation, but in the entire Bible.  

Second, it sets the time frame of the Messianic Kingdom about which the OT prophesied 

extensively.  Third, it fits with the idea of two physical resurrections.  If the first is spiritual, as 

the amillennialist posits, and this happens before the thousand years, as the text states, the 

amillennial position is incongruous with the biblical record.  The spiritual resurrection would 

have had to happen at the first coming of Christ, not at intermittent times throughout the church 

whenever someone comes to faith, as the amillennialist suggests.  By making the thousand years 

literal and yet future, it allows for the physical nature of the resurrection to which Wright holds. 

 

Conclusion 

 In The Resurrection of the Son of God, N.T. Wright set out to defend the historicity, 

reality, and physicality of Christ’s resurrection by demonstrating that the idea of resurrection in 

ancient cultures was comprehensively physical.  The adamant use of resurrection by the authors 

of Scripture and by early Christians clearly meant that Christ became physically alive after He 
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had been murdered.  This was not only a hope that many cultures shared, not the least of which 

the Jewish religion, but it was also something that never happened up until then. 

 Wright traced this claim through all of Scripture, showing that there was always an 

expectation of a resurrection at the end of time.  He remains consistent throughout the entirety of 

Scripture until he reaches Rev 20, where he claims that John becomes “innovative.”  This is 

where the reader is “faced with a radical innovation: a use of the word ‘resurrection’ to mean a 

coming-to-life in a sense other than, and prior to, that of the final bodily raising.”
40
  In other 

words, martyrs from out of the Daniel’s Seventieth Week will receive a special physical 

resurrection before the general resurrection at the end of time, of which they will also take part.  

It is a multi-staged resurrection.  He concludes that it is impossible to understand what this 

entails as it is the only place where such a resurrection is mentioned.
41
 

 This paper attempted to demonstrate, however, that Rev 20 does not employ an 

anomalous usage of resurrection, but that the physicality of a resurrection before the thousand 

years actually supports a premillennial view.  Premillennialists believe that the two resurrections 

found in Rev 20 are indicative of two classes of resurrection.  The class that is resurrected before 

the thousand year period is believers from Daniel’s Seventieth Week, and perhaps OT believers, 

as well.  The second class of resurrection occurs after the thousand year period and contains all 

unbelievers of all time that will meet their end at the Great White Throne judgment and, 

ultimately, the lake of fire. 

 Taking into account Scripture as a whole, the first resurrection would take place anytime 

a believer receives their physical, eternal body.  The second resurrection, similarly, would be 

when an unbeliever receives their physical, eternal body.  The difference, however, is in the 

destination of the two resurrections.  Using John 5 as a template, the first resurrection is one 

destined for life, while the second resurrection is one destined for judgment.  This not only fits 

with Wright’s argument of a physical resurrection, but it denies any “radical innovation,” taking 

into account the context of Revelation in as much as chronology and hermeneutics are 

concerned. 
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